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ABSTRACT 
 
This Master’s Thesis examines how culturally relevant themes are 
currently being used as tools to build African American audiences for 
professional dance concerts in Philadelphia, PA. This research study provides 
examples of how dance concert producers and presenters are developing themes 
around African American history, soul and gospel music, and the black church to 
create live performance events that are compelling to the growing African 
American population of Greater Philadelphia. The analysis presented in this 
Master’s Thesis draws from a variety of sources including published guides to 
African American marketing and outreach, African American focus group studies 
on arts and cultural event attendance motivations, exclusive interviews with local 
dance concert producers and presenters, and my personal experience producing a 
sold-out dance concert series celebrating African American soul and gospel 
music.  
Research studies indicate that African American audiences value 
performances that celebrate various aspects of their culture, including but not 
limited to cultural history, music, and religion. This Master’s thesis discusses the 
theme development process behind culturally-relevant dance concerts including 
Eleone Dance Theatre’s Carols of Color, the recent premiere of my dance 
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company Roger Lee Dance, and the highly-anticipated premiere of DanceAfrica 
Philadelphia. The findings presented in this research study are intended to serve 
as a strong resource for dance concert producers and presenters that are interested 
in creating more culturally relevant events with a goal of engaging more African 
American audiences. This study may also be beneficial to arts funders that are 
looking to support culturally relevant dance work being created, produced, and 
presented in Philadelphia, PA. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Traditional dance concerts are live performance events held in theater 
venues. The producers and presenters of these concerts work to develop artistic 
content that is both educational and entertaining for audience members. With an 
increasingly large number of arts and entertainment options competing for public 
attention, dance concert producers and presenters are constantly looking to build 
larger audiences for their events. Recent research indicates that one method of 
building arts audiences is to develop relevant artistic products that interest 
specific target audiences1. Most dance concert producers and presenters have the 
difficult challenge of developing work that is relevant with culturally diverse 
communities2. 
The 10-county region of Greater Philadelphia is a prime example of a 
culturally diverse community that is undergoing a major demographic shift. 
Research studies predict that between 2000 and 2020, Greater Philadelphia’s 
“minority” population will grow by nearly 500,0003. This creates a potential 
opportunity for the region’s arts and cultural organizations to reach out to this 
growing audience that already has a track record of engaging in creative 
                                                          
1 Research Into Action: Pathways to New Opportunities. Greater Philadelphia 
Cultural Alliance, 2010. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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activities.4 A recent edition of the cultural engagement index for Greater 
Philadelphia concludes that the region’s African American and Hispanic residents 
are creating and attending arts events at higher levels than Caucasian residents5. 
Focus group studies also show that Greater Philadelphia’s residents of color, 
particularly African Americans, are most interested in attending arts and cultural 
events that celebrate aspects of their own heritage6. This presents a unique 
challenge for the region’s dance concert producers and presenters to develop 
artistic content that African American audiences can identify with and find a 
personal connection to.  
Over the last three years there has been a substantial amount of research 
conducted on methods of engaging dance audiences. Dance/USA, the field’s 
national service organization, awarded nine grants ranging from $77,706 to 
$162,568 to dance organizations that are interested in producing new technology-
based audience engagement projects in Minneapolis, Brooklyn, NY, Seattle, WA, 
Boise, ID, San Francisco, and Durham, NC7. While it is extremely important to 
                                                          
4 Ibid.  
5
 The Culture Engagement Index combines data on personal practice and 
attendance at arts and cultural events to determine the cultural activity and 
engagement level of Greater Philadelphia residents. 
6
 Craig, Maureen. 2009. Engage 2020 Focus Groups. Greater Philadelphia 
Cultural Alliance. 
7 Engaging Dance Audiences, “Engaging Dance Audiences,” 
http://danceusa.org/engagingdanceaudiences. 
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keep the art of concert dance alive by introducing it to younger audiences, it is 
just as important to reach out to audiences of color simultaneously. If the 
changing demographics of Greater Philadelphia are any indicator, major 
metropolitan areas are becoming more culturally-diverse at a rapid pace. Dance 
organizations would benefit from focusing more of their attention on this 
important, growing segment of the population. There appears to be a disconnect 
between the interests of African American audiences who desire more culturally-
relevant dance concerts and dance advocacy organizations that are looking to fund 
mainstream, technology-based dance audience engagement projects.  
While research studies have deemed targeted marketing and promotion as 
the effective tools for building African American audiences for the arts, my 
twelve preliminary interviews with renowned Philadelphia-based dance 
practitioners, scholars, consultants, and journalists concluded that strategic 
programming is the true key to reaching this important audience. There is 
currently no existing literature that explores the role that culturally-relevant 
themes play in building African American audiences for concert dance in the city 
of Philadelphia. Therefore, the analysis presented in this Master’s Thesis draws 
from a variety of sources including published guides to African American 
marketing and outreach, African American focus group studies on arts and 
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cultural event attendance motivations, exclusive interviews with local dance 
concert producers and presenters, and my personal experience producing a sold-
out dance concert series celebrating African American soul and gospel music. The 
purpose of this research study is to present examples of how dance concert 
producers and presenters can implement culturally-relevant themes into their 
artistic product to build African American audiences for concert dance in 
Philadelphia, PA.   
Due to restrictions on time, travel, interview access, and page length, this 
paper does not present an analysis of arts marketing and promotional techniques 
for building African American audiences, a historiography of African American 
dance, or technology-based methods of engaging dance audiences. Rather, this 
Master’s Thesis presents specific examples, from dance concert producers and 
presenters, of how culturally-relevant themes can be used as tools to build African 
American audiences for concert dance in Philadelphia, PA. This information is 
presented as a resource for dance concert producers and presenters that are 
interested in using targeted programming to build African Americans. 
This research may be most beneficial to artistic directors, choreographers, 
executive directors, and program directors that serve as dance concert producers 
and presenters.  This research could also enhance the work of dance development 
professionals and philanthropists that focus on generating funds to support 
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Greater Philadelphia’s growing African American population.  Lastly, this 
research could serve as a resource for local media professionals that cover 
upcoming art, cultural, and entertainment events in the city. 
 
 
Arts and Entertainment Values of African Americans 
 
“As everyone working in the culture sector knows (even if they don’t always like 
to believe it) you can run whatever schemes or campaigns you want to attract new 
people, but if you don’t offer product they can personally connect with, they 
won’t come. Or worse, they will come—but only once and then go away feeling 
more alienated then they did beforehand.” 
 
–Morton, Bayne, Smyth, and Jennings, 20048. 
 
African American audiences value culturally-relevant arts and 
entertainment programming. Marketing studies show that African American 
audiences use the “FUBU Test” to evaluate the cultural relevancy of these 
programs and decide whether or not they will attend particular events9. FUBU 
refers to products created for and by African Americans and is an acronym for the 
popular phrase “for us, by us.” In order to pass the “FUBU Test,” programs and 
                                                          
8 Morton, Maddy, Debbie Bayne, Séamus Smyth, and Mel Jennings. 2004. 'Not 
for the Likes of You' Phase Two Final Report. Morton Smyth Limited.  
9 Farrell, Betty, and Maria Medvedeva. 2010. Demographic Transformation and 
the Future of Museums. American Association of Museums. 
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events must include culturally relevant themes pertaining to personal history, 
religion and music as well as have African Americans visible in artistic and 
administrative roles10.  
African American audiences feel a sense of pride and ownership when 
they can identify with the themes and creators of live performances. When 
African American audiences feel connected to the artistic product being presented 
on stage, they are more likely to support it through priceless word-of-mouth 
promotion and financial contributions11. This claim was validated during an all-
African American focus group conducted by Linett Strategies, a non-profit 
consulting firm. When a young male was asked why he supports the arts, he 
replied, “It’s very important for me as an African American person to support 
African American dance because if we (African Americans) don’t do it, who else 
will?12” The majority of African American audiences feel that it is their civic duty 
to support their own arts and culture organizations through promoting events, 
purchasing tickets, and making donations13. 
                                                          
10 Ibid. 
11 Lee, Anne, Chloe Chittlick, and Peter Linett. 2008. Qualitative Research on 
Ethnic and Cross-Ethnic Dance Attendance: Summary of findings and 
implications. The Dance Center of Columbia College Chicago Cross-Ethnic 
Research & Marketing Initiative. 
12 Ibid.  
13
 Ibid. 
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Before African Americans started their own arts organizations, they were 
creating their own independent work in various visual, literary, and performance 
art disciples. In the 1960s, a large volume of black artists came together to form 
the Black Arts Movement, the artistic version of the American Civil Rights 
Movement. Black artists wrote essays, poetry, and songs, painted works of art, 
and produced dance and theater concerts in response to overwhelming racism 
plaguing the United States14.  The Black Arts Movement was not confined to 
African Americans, rather it encouraged all people of color to express themselves 
creatively15. The movement gave people of color an artistic voice along with 
creative control of their own arts and cultural programming.  
In today’s society, African Americans are still very interested in 
maintaining their artistic voice and exercising their creativity. According to 
Mikael Wagner, an African American audience communications specialist, 
African American audiences often want to be directly involved in developing 
creative programming for their communities16. He argues that mainstream 
organizations often create events for urban communities without ever visiting or 
consulting with their target audience. Rather, mainstream organizations make 
                                                          
14 Salaam, Kaluma ya. 1995.  Historical Overviews of the Black Arts Movement. 
 The Oxford Companion to Women’s Writing in the United States.  
15
 Ibid, 
16
 Wagner, Mikael. 2009. Outreach to African Americans. 
http://promotionswest.com. 
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assumptions about what “minority” audiences want and need, at the risk of losing 
their audience’s trust, interest, and support17. “This idea rallies on the “Father 
Knows Best” theory that speaks down to communities who are lost and unable to 
help themselves,” adds Wagner18.  
To help create more relevant, informed, and authentic arts and cultural 
programming for the African American community, Wagner encourages 
mainstream organizations to partner with African American community 
epicenters such as churches, recreation centers, salons, and barber shops.19 “And 
when a predominantly white organization does a major work by a minority artist, 
I would love to see it done in collaboration with an arts organization of color,” 
says Michael Kaiser, President of The Kennedy Center20. He shares a similar view 
to Wagner, arguing that African American organizations, leaders, and community 
members should be heavily involved in creating arts and cultural programming 
for their own communities. 
Most African American audience members have a distinct set of arts and 
entertainment values. They are particularly invested in arts and entertainment 
programming that celebrates their own cultural heritage. African American 
audiences simply find this programming to be most uplifting, entertaining, 
                                                          
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid.  
19 Ibid. 
20 Kaiser, Michael. 2011. The Dream: Diversity in the Arts. Huff Post Arts.  
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educational, and culturally-relevant.21. According to Greater Philadelphia Cultural 
Alliance’s Research into Action report, culturally relevant-arts programming may 
entail themes of cultural heritage, race, ethnicity, and religion22. They also state 
that these themes can serve as powerful motivators in persuading African 
American audiences to attend arts and cultural events23.  
In addition, the Smithsonian Institute adds that themes of music and 
spirituality are of great interest to African American audiences24. These particular 
themes of interest were confirmed during an all-African American focus group 
conducted by W.G. Smith.com & Associates in Durham, NC. Focus group 
participants were asked to design their dream arts and cultural event series. 
Reoccurring ideas included ongoing events celebrating African American history, 
churches, jazz, gospel, and R&B music, black dance, theater, poetry, visual art, 
fashion, and hair25. Focus group participants also expressed interest in producing 
and presenting their events in African American community landmarks including 
                                                          
21 Lee, Anne, Chloe Chittlick, and Peter Linett.  
22
 2010. Research Into Action: Pathways to New Opportunities. 
23 Ibid.  
24 Increasing Museum Visitation by Under Represented Audiences. Office of 
Policy & Analysis, Smithsonian Institution, 2001.  
25
 W.G. Smith.com & Associates. 2003. Urban Market Report: A Tapestry of 
Media & Life. Durham Arts Council. 
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parks, community centers, schools, barber shops, salons, and churches along with 
more traditional theater venues26. 
W.G. Smith.com & Associate’s focus group study concludes that African 
Americans have broadened  the standard definition of arts and cultural activities 
to encompass elements of entertainment including community and sporting 
celebrations, slam poetry jams, dance battles, and fashion and hair shows.27 It 
appears that African American audiences desire more culturally-relevant arts and 
cultural programming in a variety of formats while most mainstream arts and 
cultural organizations adopt a narrower view of what constitutes arts and culture. 
Much of what African American audiences would classify as arts and culture 
would be viewed as entertainment and fashion in the eyes of mainstream arts 
organizations. The distinct difference in arts and cultural value systems may place 
a strong barrier between African American audiences and mainstream arts 
organizations. This barrier may result in African American audiences further 
developing their own brand of arts and entertainment while alienating the work of 
mainstream organizations. 
While foundation and government funders have encouraged mainstream 
organizations to diversify their programming, boards, staff, and artist roster to 
better reflect the diverse communities that they serve, Michael Kaiser believes 
                                                          
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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that this approach will only have an adverse effect on culturally-specific arts and 
organizations. “As a result they (mainstream organizations), unwittingly created 
major competitors to minority arts organizations,” he explains28. Kaiser fears that 
by diversifying programming, mainstream organizations, that tend to have more 
financial support from the board and larger marketing budgets, will take away 
audiences and revenue from culturally-specific arts organizations.  
As a result, Michael Kaiser recommends that mainstream organizations 
partner with culturally-specific organizations when developing diverse 
programming29. Similarly, research by The Smithsonian Institute indicates that 
arts organizations have to work to gain the trust of minority audiences before 
trying to increase attendance and retention by this important segment of the 
population30. “African Americans are likely to respond to long-term, concentrated 
efforts to address topics and issues that relate to their special interests and heritage 
as opposed to only Black History month programs, “special” exhibits, or one-time 
events that are never repeated or sustained31.” Since loyalty is of great value to 
                                                          
28 Kaiser, Michael. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Increasing Museum Visitation by Under Represented Audiences. Office of 
Policy & Analysis, Smithsonian Institution, 2001. . 
31 Ibid. 
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African American community, mainstream arts organizations will have to work 
hard to build meaningful relationships, trust, and support from black audiences. 
In essence, it appears that the majority African American audiences value 
arts and entertainment that celebrates their cultural heritage in a wide variety of 
formats. This important audience is interested in having a voice in developing 
artistic programming for their communities. Research studies agree that African 
American audiences desire loyalty and authenticity from the mainstream arts 
organizations that create events for their communities32. This loyalty may come in 
the form of partnerships or long-term, concentrated efforts that bring forth 
culturally-relevant programming for their communities.  
 
Hypothesis 
 
There are conflicting interests between the arts and entertainment values 
of African American audience members and mainstream, technology-based 
methods of engaging dance audiences. In order to attract, retain, and engage more 
African American audiences for concert dance in major metropolitan areas like 
Philadelphia, PA, dance concert producers and presents will need to evaluate the 
                                                          
32 Increasing Museum Visitation by Under Represented Audiences. Office of 
Policy & Analysis, Smithsonian Institution, 2001.  
. 
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cultural relevancy of their artistic products and make adjustments where 
necessary. I believe that dance concert producers and presenters can create 
relevant, engaging and entertaining dance concerts for the city’s African 
American audiences by exploring culturally-relevant themes surrounding black 
history, music and religion.  As a result, African American audiences will feel 
uplifted and identify with these dance concerts, finding a personal connection to 
the work being presented on stage. This type of audience engagement is the 
foundation that leads to increased donations and priceless word-of-mouth 
promotion.  
 This research study analyzes the culturally-relevant themes found in the 
Eleone Dance Theatre’s 20-year-old holiday classic Carols of Color, the recent 
premiere of Roger Lee Dance, and the Community Education Center’s 
forthcoming premiere of the DanceAfrica Philadelphia festival to present 
examples of how dance concert producers and presenters are currently using 
culturally-relevant themes to build African American audiences for concert dance 
in Philadelphia, PA. 
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“CAROLS OF COLOR” 
 
“Carols in Color is a fine revival, combining the deep spirituality of 
African American Christian tradition with accessible entertainment.” 
-Bing J. Mark, The Philadelphia Inquire33 
 
 
When E. Leon Evans, II, founder and former artistic director of Eleone 
Dance Theatre, became tired of seeing the traditional Nutcracker each holiday 
season, he decided to develop an artistic alternative within his hometown of 
Philadelphia, PA34. In 1992, Evans produced his modernized, African American-
driven adaptation titled Carols of Color. While producing the first show at the 
Painted Bride Art Center, Evans wrote scripts, arranged music, created 
choreography, and recruited 20 talented dancers and vocalists from the 
Philadelphia area. 35According to Shawn-Lamere Williams, current artistic 
director of Eleone Dance Theatre, “Mr. Evans sowed the seed and we watered 
it36.”  
After Evan’s passing in 1998, Williams expanded the cast and added new 
choreography to modernize Carols of Color. “We always stay true to Mr. Evans’ 
                                                          
33 Eleone Dance Theatre, “Carols of Color”, 
http://www.eleonedance.org/carols.htm. 
34 Eleone Dance Theatre, “History”, http://www.eleonedance.org/chistory.htm. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Williams, Shawn-Lamere. Telephone interview. 5 Mar. 2012 
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vision, keeping it at the foundation and source of inspiration for our work each 
year,” says Williams37. As artistic director of Carols of Color, Williams works to 
maintain a delicate balance between tradition and innovation. He makes additions 
to the concert each year by bringing in established vocalists and guest dance 
artists from popular, neighboring companies, such as Philadanco. Williams’ 
additions coupled with Evans’ vision has turned Carols of Color into a renowned, 
20-year old holiday tradition that is performed in 600-seat theater venues by 
approximately 90 performers. In a Philadelphia Inquirer article, writer Miriam 
Seidel proclaims, “Carols in Color has become a Regional holiday tradition, and 
it’s hard to imagine a more rousing and uplifting one38.” 
Carols of Color is a dance musical interpretation of the Gospel written by 
St. Matthew. According to Philadelphiadance.org, “Carols in Color is based on 
“Black Nativity” by Langston Hughes and a musical adaptation by Vinette Carrol 
in the 1960s by the same name39.” Carols in Color is an uplifting concert that 
celebrates Christianity, gospel music and contemporary praise dance. “This is a 
                                                          
37
 Ibid. 
38 Eleone Dance Theatre, “Carols of Color”, 
http://www.eleonedance.org/carols.htm.  
39 Weisz, Steven. 2008. Eleone Dance offers another holiday tradition, Carols In 
Color. http://philadelphiadance.org/blog/2008/12/15/eleone-dance-offers-another-
holiday-tradition-carols-in-color/. 
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refreshing dance and music holiday production that audiences crave. It is an 
alternative to the traditional Nutcracker, A Christmas Carol and other ballets that 
have become synonymous with the holiday season,” says Steven Weisz in an 
article for Philadelphiadance.org40. “This cross-culturally, musically-varied 
celebration brings all audiences to their feet regardless of their religious or 
cultural background41.”  
In today’s economic climate, having a religious-themed dance musical 
production experience 20 years of longevity is an outstanding accomplishment. 
Although Carols of Color is a multicultural production that has attracted a variety 
of audiences from all cultural backgrounds, its longevity can be attributed to a 
strong commitment from the African American community. This audience is so 
dedicated to Carols of Color because it celebrates religion through music and 
dance traditions that grew out of the African American church. These culturally-
relevant themes impact the African American audience in a powerful way.  
According to research from Dance/USA’s national Engaging Dance 
Audiences program, most dance audiences attend live performances to be uplifted 
or inspired42. This holds true for African American audiences that attend Carols of 
                                                          
40Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Engaging Dance Audiences, “Engaging Dance Audiences,” 
http://danceusa.org/engagingdanceaudiences. 
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Color. They attend the concert each to be inspired and uplifted through soul-
stirring live gospel music, praise dance, and the retelling of the birth of Jesus 
Christ. Carols of Color provides a church-going experience in the comfort of 
traditional theater venues.  
The atmosphere of Carols of Color is something this is extremely 
appealing to most African American attendees who have years of experience 
attending Sunday church services. Specifically in the African American church 
tradition, attendees are encouraged to celebrate the gospel through shouting, 
clapping, dancing, and rejoicing. Carols of Color encourages its audience 
members to have the same experience that they would in church. The dance 
musical features familiar gospel hymns and praise dances that can be found in a 
large number of African American churches around the country. The African 
American church is a reoccurring theme that has proven successful for American 
dance masterpieces such as Alvin Ailey’s Revelations. The familiarity with the 
thematic material has helped Eleone Dance Theatre secure approximately 80 
percent of their annual Carols of Color audience members from African American 
communities.  
In addition to culturally-relevant themes, Eleone Dance Theatre’s lasting 
success with African American audiences can be attributed to their audience-
centered approach to programming. “Programming is critical. You need to have 
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something for everyone, just like a popular CD has,” explains artistic director 
Shawn-Lamere Williams43. He argues that audiences have a lot of options when it 
comes to artistic leisure time activities. In order to attract and retain African 
American audiences, dance events need to have a unique, entertaining factor that 
draws people in. “You have to evolve with the times,” warns Williams. “We are 
competing with Broadway shows like Fela!, the critically-acclaimed Cirque du 
Soleil, and hit reality television  series like So You Think You Can Dance.44” He 
claims that Eleone Dance Theatre keeps entertainment at the forefront of their 
work while still managing to educate audiences on culturally-relevant issues. 
“When our audiences are leaving in a great mood, happy and smiling, we know 
that we have dance our job well!” proclaims Williams45. 
Eleone Dance Theatre develops a variety of programming that directly 
impacts the lives of their audiences. “When developing programming, our main 
priority is the addressing the needs of our audience, followed by the needs of our 
dancers, and lastly the needs of our directors,” explains Williams46. In targeting 
African American audiences, Shawn-Lamere Williams goes out into black 
communities to establish relationships, gather feedback, and find out their specific 
                                                          
43 Williams, Shawn-Lamere. Telephone interview. 5 Mar. 2012. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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entertainment interests47. After years of personally researching African American 
audiences, Eleone Dance Theatre has learned African American audiences want 
their spirits uplifted by seeing their heritage celebrated on stage. This particular 
audience feedback inspired Dr. Sheila Ward, executive director of Eleone Dance 
Theatre, to celebrate African American history through a live, traveling 
production named “From These Roots48.” 
“From These Roots” is about the emergence of African Americans and 
their unique experiences in the United States of America. “From These Roots” 
combines dance, spoken text, and visual images to celebrate African American 
history49.The traveling show has been reaching hundreds of school-aged children 
in their schools and community centers since 2003. The dance company has 
successfully applied Michael Wagner’s recommendation to take productions to 
African American community epicenters to reach that particular audience50. “We 
go out and meet the audience right where they are,” says Williams51. This 
audience-centered approach to programming and production has helped Eleone 
                                                          
47 Ibid. 
48 Ward, Sheila A. Telephone interview. 7 Mar. 2012. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Wagner, Mikael. 2009. Outreach to African Americans. 
http//promotionswest.com. 
51
 Williams, Shawn-Lamere. Telephone interview. 5 Mar. 2012. 
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Dance Theatre form authentic, lasting relationships with the important African 
American audiences around the country. 
 
“ROGER LEE DANCE” 
The concert combines contemporary jazz dance with soul music to create 
a memorable, uplifting and entertaining experience for audiences of all ages. 
Roger is a real go-getter and his dance company is definitely going to get its feet 
off the ground in a big way! 
-Kory Aversa, PhillyLovesFun.com52 
 
 
I produced my first dance concert at the age of five. My dining room 
served as the theater space and colorful construction paper served as admission 
tickets. I choreographed an evening of solos, duets and trios for all of my action 
figures, playing music from my cassette player. The half-hour program concluded 
with thunderous of applause from my friends, family, and neighbors. I knew from 
that moment on that I found my calling to produce dance concerts for the 
community. Eighteen years later, with nine college dance concert productions 
under my belt, I decided to produce my first professional dance concert for my 
hometown of Philadelphia, PA.  
                                                          
52 Philly Loves Fun, “Up & Coming: Roger Lee Dance Kicks Off Inaugural 
Season,” http://phillylovesfun.wordpress.com/2012/04/07/up-coming-roger-lee-
dance-kicks-off-inaugural-season/. 
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In conceptualizing my debut dance concert in Philadelphia, I thought long 
and hard about the interests of the local community, particularly African 
American audiences. I learned from personal experience and research studies that 
African American audiences want to be entertained and engaged with what is 
happening on stage. Whether they are attending the opera, a rap concert, or a slam 
poetry reading, African American audiences want to feel a personal connection to 
the thematic material being presented, the performers who are on stage, and the 
theater venue.  
In essence, African American audiences want to be a part of an overall 
artistic experience that has something to do with their culture. Before developing 
the choreography, costumes, and promotional materials for my concert, I spent 
time studying a variety of African American communities in my hometown of 
Philadelphia, PA. I conducted this research by attending African American 
churches, community centers, jazz café’s, Open Mic events, and social events. 
While attending African American events across Center City, South Philadelphia, 
and South Philadelphia, I learned a great deal about what most African American 
audiences value in their arts and entertainment.  I kept this information in mind 
when strategically developing the debut of Roger Lee Dance. 
Much like Leon Evans felt when creating Carols of Color, the urban 
alternative to The Nutracker, most African American audiences desire an 
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alternative to mainstream dance concert events. They desire something that 
celebrates their heritage in an entertaining, educational and uplifting way. After 
conducting informal interviews with friends, family and in community landmarks 
including churches, barbershops, and beauty salons in Philadelphia, PA, it was 
confirmed that the majority of African American audiences are longing for more 
performance options that deal directly with the “African American experience.” 
Hearing the African American arts and entertainment values first-hand from 
members of my hometown and having those same values confirmed in research 
studies, I felt compelled to produce a dance concert that celebrated African 
American culture in an entertaining and unique way.  
While planning the artistic content for the premiere of Roger Lee Dance, I 
decided to focus my attention on developing a concert theme around African 
American soul and gospel music. Because music has always been a major 
component of African American culture, I felt that it would make for a relevant 
theme. In the black community, music was used for entertainment, spiritual 
worship, and overcoming extremely difficult obstacles. In the middle of joy, 
praise, and despair, African Americans have always turned to music as their solid 
foundation. The black church, Civil Rights Movement, and Black Arts Movement 
were all rooted in soulful, spiritual, and inspirational music of hope, strength, and 
victory. This inspired me to begin collecting music from the soul and gospel 
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genres to directly inspire my choreography and the overall concert. I was most 
interested in exploring music from popular artists who had made a significant 
impact on their respective musical genres along with the African American 
audiences that they sang for. I ultimately selected uplifting recordings from both 
African American and Caucasian artists including Robin Thicke, Joss Stone, 
Jazmin Sullivan, Trinitee 5:7, Lauryn Hill, The Temptations, Isaac Hayes, Cee Lo 
Green, and the late Whitney Houston. 
On February 11, 2012, after leaving Saturday afternoon rehearsal for the 
dance concert, I learned that music legend Whitney Houston had passed away. 
Upon hearing the news, I decided to add one last piece to my dance concert; a 
special gospel music tribute to Whitney Houston. Coming from a legacy of 
musical genius including mother Cissy Houston, godmother Aretha Franklin, and 
cousin Dionne Warwick, Houston grew up singing gospel music in her 
neighborhood church53. She implemented gospel technique such as growls, riffs, 
runs, and high glory notes into her professional repertoire of popular music.  
In 1996, Houston returned to her gospel roots by starring alongside 
celebrated actor Denzel Washington in The Preacher’s Wife and released the 
soundtrack to the motion picture film. The Preacher’s Wife soundtrack went on to 
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become the top selling gospel album of all time54. At the age of 48 years old, the 
last song that Houston sang live at a celebrity party was ironically “Jesus Loves 
Me” from The Preacher’s Wife soundtrack. In essence, gospel music meant a lot 
to Whitney Houston and her musical career. I thought that the best way to pay 
tribute to Whitney Houston during a dance concert was to feature her celebrated 
gospel music on stage. I decided to close the first act of the Roger Lee Dance 
debut with a three-part gospel music tribute to Whitney Houston that left the 
packed audience applauding, standing, and crying well into intermission. 
The Whitney Houston tribute paid respect to an iconic African American 
performer who excelled in music, acting, and modeling. It can be assumed that 
Houston’s strong appeal and ability to cross over into various art forms and 
genres of music made her a hit within African American communities. Houston 
embodied the broad African American definition of arts and culture by integrating 
fashion, music, and acting into her work. Houston’s untimely passing was a major 
loss for the African American community who followed the stars’ fulfilling 
career. I made sure to pay tribute to the legend that left such a lasting impression 
on the African American community and the world at large. This tribute helped to 
make Roger Lee Dance a culturally-relevant concert for African American’s 
because it celebrated one of their greatest stars. This tribute helped African 
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American audiences find a personal connection to the work being presented on 
stage. 
In addition to honoring an African American entertainment legend, I made 
it a point to saturate the dance concert with gospel and soul music. I selected 
artists from various ethnicities who represented older and younger generations. I 
strategically selected music that would resonate with audiences of all ages and 
backgrounds. I complimented the culturally-specific music with dance forms that 
are rooted in African American tradition. My concert featured contemporary Hip-
Hop, African Dance, and Afro-Jazz movement. I combined culturally-specific 
music and movement to create themes that were familiar and appreciated by the 
African American community and audiences at large. 
Aside from the material being presented on stage, I wanted to create an 
environment where the audience felt comfortable. I hired a host to guide the 
evening of performance and discussion by encouraging audience members to 
react to their feelings. “If a piece makes you feel happy, you can stand up, clap, 
and shout!” said host Davis Jameson Howley. “If you are moved by the Whitney 
tribute, you can cry. It is okay to feel here!” I wanted the host to encourage the 
audience to react and find a personal connection to the performances. I wanted to 
create a noticeable spirit of celebration, sharing, and authenticity amongst my 
multicultural audience members. Throughout the evening the audience was 
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actively engaged through clapping, laughter, shouting, crying, and standing out of 
their seats. The same energy exuded from the audience as they shared their feels 
of the evening’s performance, their relationship to the dancers on stage, and their 
questions about the future of Roger Lee Dance. The debut concert series consisted 
of three performances held at The Performance Garage in Philadelphia, PA. The 
debut concert series saw over 200 audience members from a variety of cultural 
backgrounds. The debut of Roger Lee Dance accomplished its goal of celebrating 
African American culture while having African Americans account for 
approximately 90 percent of its engaged audience. It also accomplished its goal of 
introducing various aspects of African American culture  
 
 “DANCEAFRICA PHILADELPHIA” 
 
To bring Dance Africa to Philadelphia, presenting African Dance while 
building community among people of African descent and members of all 
ethnicities.55 
 
In May 2011, the Knight Arts Challenge, a program of the John S. and 
James L. Knight Foundation, announced its decision to award a $50,000 grant to 
                                                          
55 Knight Foundation, “Dance Africa Philadelphia: The District One Community 
Education Center, Inc.,”http://www.knightfoundation.org/grants/20104368/. 
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the District One Community Education Center (CEC) in Philadelphia, PA56. The 
CEC is a non-profit organization that is dedicated to building support systems for 
emerging artists though artist service programs, performances, and arts education 
activities57. The CEC also manages a popular Meeting House that functions as a 
black box theater for live performances. According to their official website, “The 
Center is known and respected by artists and audiences alike for its support of the 
local arts community and its presentations of outstanding dance and 
performance58.” 
The CEC, now in its 39th year of operation, is under the administrative 
direction of Terri Shockley. After ten years of performing internationally with the 
socially-conscious dance company Urban Bush Women based in New York City, 
Shockley moved to Philadelphia to begin her arts administration career. She 
accepted an internship with CEC, held the positions of program coordinator and 
program director, and currently serves as the organization’s executive director59. 
Under Shockley’s celebrated tenure, the CEC was awarded one of five Kraft 
Foods/Maxwell House Drops of Good Community Houses grants for $50,000. 
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The CEC also received a $50,000 grant to bring the renowned DanceAfrica 
festival to Philadelphia in October 201360. “Terri has secured a matching grant 
from the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation in the first round of the Knight 
Arts Challenge Philadelphia. With the help of her “DanceAfrica” committee, she 
is working on securing additional funds,” says Dr. Kariamu Welsh in a feature 
article on Terri Shockley61. 
The DanceAfrica festival is celebrating its 35th anniversary of celebrating 
African and African American dance, music, and culture across the United States. 
“Created in 1977 to heighten awareness of African culture, the festival has 
evolved into a high-spirited Memorial Day Weekend tradition that brings together 
the entire community,” reads the official DanceAfrica website62. DanceAfrica, 
founded by artistic director Baba Chuck Davis, features live performances by 
traditional and contemporary dance companies that are rooted in African tradition. 
After beginning in New York City, DanceAfrica festivals have expanded to 
various cities including Altanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, and now Philadelphia63. 
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In New York City, DanceAfrica has become a major staple of the spring 
performance season and the longest running program at Brooklyn Academy of 
Music, America’s oldest performing arts center64. The renowned festival includes 
live performances from contemporary African and African American dance 
companies, master classes in African dance and music, an outdoor bazaar offering 
food, crafts and fashion apparel from over 200 vendors, a film series and a dance 
party with live music65.  
In essence, DanceAfrica combines elements of dance, music, film, fashion 
and history to engage with the community66. It is important to note that this multi-
disciplinary programming directly aligns with the desires of many African 
American audiences. They place a high value on arts and cultural programming 
that encompasses elements of music, fashion and entertainment. Focus group 
findings also indicate that African American audiences have a broader definition 
of arts and culture than mainstream organizations, one that includes elements of 
entertainment, fashion and popular culture67. DanceAfrica festivals provide a 
wide range of arts and cultural activities that are likely to attract a large amount of 
Philadelphia’s African American population.  
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In curating the inaugural season of DanceAfrica Philadelphia, Terri 
Shockley is working to tailor the festival for the city’s community residents. “We 
think it’s something that the community wants to uplift spirits,” says Shockley68. 
DanceAfrica Philadelphia will celebrate the history of African dance in 
Philadelphia during a two-day, three-night festival held at a large 900-1,200 seat 
theater venue in the city. The festival will include elements of performances, 
workshops, presentations, and community engagement activities designed 
specifically for Philadelphia residents. “This festival in many ways expresses 
Terri’s belief in the power of community, in national and global healing through 
creative expression, and in making contributions to the larger arts arena by 
encouraging arts on a neighborhood level,” says Dr. Kariamu Welsh69.  
As part of the community engagement component of DanceAfrica 
Philadelphia, Terri Shockley collaborated with the Philadelphia Folklore Project 
(PFP), 70a non-profit organization that celebrates the experiences and traditions of 
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69 Welsch, Kariamu. 2012. Thinking Dance: Terri Shockley: A Passion For 
Community-Centered Arts. http://thinkingdance.net/articles/2012/03/20/54/Terri-
Shockley-A-Passion-for-Community-Centered-Arts/. 
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"ordinary" people71. “This collaboration with the Community Education Center 
will document our region's rich histories of African dance, drum and culture, and 
culminate in an exhibition at PFP this fall,” reads the events page of the PFP’s 
official website72. The collaboration began with a spring Open House designed 
specifically for Philadelphia residents to come and have a voice in the 
DanceAfrica Philadelphia exhibition design by sharing their personal stories and 
reflections on culture and art. These stories and reflections will be displayed on a 
community shrine that will be assembled as part of the DanceAfrica Philadelphia 
exhibition73. 
It appears that the goal of the exhibition is to literally illustrate the words 
of the community in a unique and tangible way.  The exhibit is also designed to 
promote the upcoming dance performances, presentations, and workshops that 
will comprise the DanceAfrica Philadelphia festival while building larger fan 
bases for the participating performers. Among the potential participating dance 
companies are Kulu Mele African American Dance Ensemble, Illstyle & Peace 
Productions, Rennie Harris RAW and Underground Dance Works74. 
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From the history of DanceAfrica festivals and Terri Shockley’s 
community-centered vision for the Philadelphia festival, it is clear that 
DanceAfrica uses the celebration of African heritage as the foundation for all of 
its performances, workshops, presentations, and community engagement 
activities. Most DanceAfrica festivals attract a large number of African American 
audience members most likely because they feel valued while seeing their 
heritage celebrated on stage. The Philadelphia festival is highly likely to attract a 
large number of African American audience members since the CEC is presenting 
the event.  
The CEC’s audiences for classes, rehearsals, auditions and live 
performances are approximately 40 percent African American. “They not only 
feel welcomed, but they also feel connected to our programs,” says Shockley75. 
She also reiterates the importance of developing artistic programming that excites 
and resonates with your intended audiences. “Unless it’s a program they are really 
interested in, they aren’t coming” argues Shockley. She is determined to develop 
programming that the African American community can simply identify with and 
be proud of76. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
“You cannot fool this (African American audience). They want to have their 
spirits lifted during live dance performances!” 
 -Shawn Lamere-Williams77 
 
 
While national audience engagement initiatives are currently funding 
mainstream projects that focus on building younger audiences through 
technology-based methods, very few funded projects are focused on building 
African American audiences through relevant concert dance programming. Dance 
concert producers and presenters tend to resort to marketing and promotional 
strategies as methods of building African American audiences. In the process, 
they spend less resources addressing the audience’s desire for more a more 
relevant artistic product that celebrates various aspects of African American 
culture.  
African American audiences want to see their culture celebrated on stage 
though the performing arts, entertainment, and fashion. This audience is also 
interested in having a theater-going experience that is similar to Sunday morning 
traditions held in historically black churches across the United States. African 
American audiences desire a lively theater experience complete with fellowship, 
clapping, shouting, rejoicing, and overall celebration. In essence, this culturally-
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diverse audience wants to have their spirits stirred, filled, and uplifted by the 
dance content being presented on stage.  
 
Recommendations 
 Dance concert producers and presenters that are interested in reaching 
African American audiences may want to evaluate the cultural-relevancy of their 
artistic product, determining if in fact the work being presented on stage addresses 
or celebrates different aspects of African American culture. While this can be an 
intimidating and difficult task, especially for mainstream dance producers and 
presenters, it is one that is necessary in order to build a genuine relationship with 
African American audiences. This type of analysis is often conducted by African 
American audiences themselves when deciding whether or not they will attend an 
arts or entertainment event. This culturally-diverse audience is actively looking to 
engage with artistic events that celebrate aspects of their own culture. 
It would benefit dance concert producers and presenters to adopt this same 
thinking to the development of their artistic product. I recommend that concert 
creators apply the same “FUBU Test” that African American audiences use to 
determine an event’s cultural relevancy78. Furthermore, dance producers and 
presents should be open to the idea of adapting their content to make it more 
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appealing and relevant to African American audiences. This type of adaptability 
will be critical in forming authentic, long-lasting and lucrative relationships with 
this important, growing segment of Greater Philadelphia’s population. 
Research studies argue that African American audiences are much more 
likely to respond to long-term, concentrated programming efforts made by 
mainstream arts and cultural institutions79. After researching African American 
audiences, I realized that proven loyalty is extremely important to this audience. If 
African American audiences see dance produces and presenters continually 
hosting events and creating work that is specifically geared towards their 
community, they are much likely to support that work by purchasing tickets and 
engaging in word-of-mouth promotion. However, the more dance concert 
producers and presenters invest themselves in developing this work, the more 
receptive the African American audience will be.  
I recommend that the city’s dance concert producers and presenters create 
programming that celebrates African American culture and add it to their 
repertoire. This sends out the message to African American audiences that their 
culture is appreciated and worthy of being celebrated on stage. This programming 
may begin as a small performance series, evolve into an annual Black History 
Month event, and even grow into a festival such as DanceAfrica Philadelphia. It is 
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important to remember that although a culturally-relevant dance concert event 
may start with humble beginnings, it has the potential to grow into a massive 
project that has a large, lasting impact on society and the African American 
community.  
Although developing a culturally-relevant dance concert may be new to a 
dance producer of presenter, they may come to find that the benefits far surpass 
the risks involved. I suggest that dance concert producers and presenters who 
have a serious interest in developing relationships with the African American 
community and building audiences for their work take a chance and develop 
dance programming that celebrates various aspects of black culture such as 
history, music, and religion. I also encourage dance concert producers and 
presenters to develop artistic programming that is inspirational and uplifting in 
nature. African American audiences are particularly interested in having their 
spirits lifted through performing arts. Dance concert producers and presenters 
have the unique opportunity to utilize movement and music in ways that literally 
move audiences to their feet.  
Further Research 
 To further investigate programming methods of building African 
American audiences for concert dance in Philadelphia, PA, future researchers may 
find it beneficial to conduct research on actual African American audience 
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members. This research would be qualitative in nature, focusing on reactions from 
the audiences who attended culturally-relevant dance concerts. It would be 
interesting for a future researcher to conduct ethnographic research on this 
audience, recording on-site reactions, behavior, and commentary from African 
American audience members as they sit and watch the dance concert unfold. This 
would be a sure way to document authentic reactions coming from African 
American audiences who are witnessing their culture being celebrated on stage. 
These real, genuine and candid responses to the culturally-relevant work would be 
great evidence of its power to connect with audiences.  
Future researchers could also interview the audience members after the 
dance concerts individually, in small groups, or even in large focus group studies 
resembling the work of Maureen Craig from (site). In essence, having raw, 
ethnographic research, and more moderated research could be a great way to 
illustrate the overall positive African American audience experience that is 
achieved by attending culturally-relevant dance concerts in the city of 
Philadelphia, PA.  
In conclusion, I believe that by centering future research on the audience’s 
view, readers would have even stronger evidence for the powerful claim that 
African American audiences are deeply inspired, empowered, and enlightened by 
seeing their culture celebrated live during professional dance concerts in 
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Philadelphia, PA. I also feel that this type of qualitative, audience-centered 
research would serve as a powerful motivator for future dance funders. It sends 
out them the message that culturally-relevant African American dance concerts 
have a lasting, positive impact on the Philadelphia community at-large—an 
impact that is absolutely worth funding and celebrating. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
PRELIMINARY INTERVIEW SUBJECTS 
 
Alan Brown, Principal at WolfBrown 
 
James Claiborne, Philly360 Insider and Community Engagement Manager of 
Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance 
 
Antoinette M. Coward-Gilmore, Founder and Artistic Director of Dance4Nia 
 
Dr. Brenda Dixon-Gottschild, Dance Scholar and Former Director of Dance at 
Temple University 
 
Clyde Evans, Jr., Founder and Artistic Director of Chosen Dance Company 
 
Dr. Miriam Giguere, Associate Professor and Director of Dance at Drexel 
University 
 
Rennie Harris, Founder and Artistic Director of Rennie Harris Pure Movemen 
Cathy Hernandez, Director of Development at Ballet Memphis 
 
Jaamil Olawale Kosoko, Executive Producing Director of The Philadiction 
Movement 
 
Jumatatu Poe, Founder and Artistic Director of idiosynCrazy Productions 
 
Charles Tyson, Jr., Founder and Artistic Director of Underground Dance Works 
 
Lois Welk, Director of Dance/UP 
 
Lewis Whittington, Dance Writer and Critic 
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